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Abstract
Land quality and land degradation affect agricultural productivity, but quantifying these relationships has been difficult. Data are limited, and impacts are sensitive to the choices that farmers
make. Summarizing new research by economists, soil scientists, and geographers, this report
explores the extent to which land quality and land degradation affect agricultural productivity,
how farmers’ responses to land degradation are influenced by economic, environmental, and
institutional factors, and whether land degradation poses a threat to productivity growth and
food security. Results suggest that land degradation does not threaten food security at the global
scale, but does pose problems in areas where soils are fragile, property rights are insecure, and
farmers have limited access to information and markets.
Keywords: Land quality, land degradation, soil erosion, agricultural productivity, food security.

Acknowledgments
Many colleagues at ERS and elsewhere made valuable contributions to this report. Vince
Breneman developed the spatial data on land quality and other variables; Meredith Soule, Clare
Narrod, and Abebayehu Tegene collaborated in the multicountry econometric analysis; Rattan
Lal and Christoffel den Biggelaar led the analysis of soil erosion’s potential impacts on crop
yields; Hari Eswaran and Paul Reich provided the estimates of crop production areas and erosion rates; Jeffrey Hopkins conducted the dynamic analysis of farmer decisionmaking; Meredith
Soule and Abebayehu Tegene collaborated in the analysis of land tenure and adoption of conservation practices; and Stacey Rosen and Shahla Shapouri incorporated land degradation impacts
into their food security assessment model. These colleagues also provided valuable feedback on
other parts of the manuscript. In addition, valuable comments were provided by Eldon Ball,
Clara Cohen, Pierre Crosson, Anna Eynard, Paul Heisey, Carol Jones, Scott Malcolm, Will
Masters, Greg Nagle, Rich Nehring, Stefano Pagiola, Mitch Renkow, Sara Scherr, Kate
Sebastian, Robbin Shoemaker, Charles Sloger, and Stanley Wood. Finally, I thank John Weber
and Susan DeGeorge for their expertise in editing and laying out the report.

Cover photos:
Women building contour terraces, Peru: FAO photo, I. Valdez.
Family returning home with rice harvest, Cambodia: FAO photo, G. Bizzarri.
Children being weighed and measured, Burkina Faso: FAO photo, R. Faidutti.
Background photo of terraces and buffer strips, Iowa: courtesy of USDA NRCS.

1800 M Street, NW
Washington, DC 20036-5831

June 2003

To purchase a paper copy of this report, call 1-800-999-6779

